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In Carson McCullers’ short story “The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter,” there is a poignant scene with a man sitting in a cafe talking to his neighbor. He is lamenting the break-up of his marriage. His neighbor listens to his woes and then turns and says (I’m paraphrasing), “Let me be honest with you. 
You started by trying to love the most difficult of all realities---a woman, a person. I suggest that you start by learning to love a rock or a leaf, or a cloud. Then work your way toward loving a human being.”
 
Maybe that’s a lesson we need for learning to love God. Start with a rock, a leaf, a flower, or a cloud. Start with simple things, for God dwells there too. 
 
When it comes to all the important things in life, we are all beginners. There are no know-it-alls in the business of faith. Perhaps the best motto for the spiritual life, for all ages, is: “Always we begin again.” 
 
We’ve come to church today to begin again, to make a new beginning in our search for God. Years ago, when I made a new beginning as a student at Yale Divinity School, my parents drove with me to the campus. We got out of the car and walked up Prospect Street to the Divinity School entrance. 
We stood there at the gate, looking at the quadrangle, facing the chapel. My father looked at me and said, “I think you can learn about God here.” 
 
If I may offer some pastoral advice at this new beginning of the church year, I’d say to you what my dad said to me: “I think this is a place where you can learn about God.” On our best days, this church is a school for learning to love God. Learning about God is part of the process; it’s a first step toward learning to LOVE God. 
 
We know that we come to church for a variety of reasons – to connect with friends, to enjoy singing, to pray together, to start the year with solid spiritual grounding. Today I’m making an educated guess that you’ve also come here for one major reason: to learn to love God. You might not say it that way. But underneath the various reasons that bring us here, we hope that all of us eventually get to the central matter: We’re here to learn to love God----heart, mind, soul, and strength.”
 
But learning to love God is a life-long process! The curriculum for this school includes some basic core courses. We begin to love God by learning about God, spending time with God in silence and prayer. We spend time with God when we read the stories of God in the Bible. We learn about God’s love, forgiveness, compassion, generosity. We learn that God led the Hebrew people out of slavery; we learn that God is on the side of freedom. We learn that God’s main concern is people, especially those who suffer. We learn that God always comes after us, to make covenant with us: “I will be your God, and you will be my people.”
 
We learn about God’s character, that God is “merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love.” (Exodus 34:6-7) We come here to learn to love God and to love as God loves.
 
When we turn to Jesus, we see God’s character writ large in the qualities of 
Jesus---compassion, forgiveness, concern for the poor, and a fierce love for the least privileged people. In this school at Watts Street Church, we will learn the life and ministry of Jesus. We will explore how Jesus was a radical, a disturber of the status quo; how he challenged the power structure, how he stood for equality and non-violence. He was a contemplative, a person of prayer; and he was a social reformer. He was a healer, as we read in the story for today. 
 
And we come here to follow him. We come here to love God by living as Jesus lived, following his way of love and justice.
 
Learning to love is our life-long task. We’ve come back today to this church, this “School for the Love of God.” We bring our curiosity and our questions. We come to begin again—to hang out with God, to catch God’s Spirit, to take God’s life into our life. 
 
When we start loving God with our mind, heart, soul and strength, we begin to find things becoming different. Our life becomes richer, livelier. We start finding surprises. And joy begins to slip up on us. Not a fake joy, but the real thing. 
 
Welcome to this new beginning at Watts Street Baptist Church. 
Welcome to this school for the love of God!
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